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Chapter 1 — The Coffin Maker

In the village, death was not dramatic.

It arrived with the ordinary patience of weather—slowly, quietly, and without apology. It lived in the way doors were closed after sunset, in the way people spoke names with care, and in the way grief was folded neatly into work so that the living could continue without falling apart.

Thomas understood that kind of death.

He did not fear it. He respected it the way a carpenter respects fire: something that would always be present, something that could be used for a purpose, and something that could burn through a man if he forgot its nature.

He rose before dawn, as he always did, when the fog still sat low over the fields and the roof beams of the house held the night’s cold like memory. He washed his face in water drawn from the well, rubbed his hands until sensation returned to his fingers, and dressed without speaking. The world was soft in those hours, muffled and waiting—like the hush inside a church before the first prayer.

Mary stirred once when he moved past the bed, her hair spilling over the pillow like dark thread, but she did not wake. She knew the shape of his mornings. She knew his silence was not anger; it was simply how he carried the day before it began.

Thomas stepped outside and drew a breath that tasted of damp earth and wood smoke. Somewhere distant, a rooster cried. The village lay in pieces of shadow and pale light, the houses huddled close to one another as if they too felt safer that way. The path to his workshop was worn by years of footsteps. His own, mostly.

The workshop stood apart from the house, close enough to see from the kitchen window but far enough that the scent of varnish and raw timber never fully invaded their home. The door creaked when he opened it, a familiar complaint. Inside, the air was cooler than outside, heavy with the clean bitterness of sawdust and the faint sweetness of resin. His tools rested exactly where he had left them, arranged with the same care other men reserved for prayer books.

He lit a lamp, and the flame caught quickly, brightening the workbench and the unfinished coffin that waited there like an open question.

Death had been asked of him again.

The coffin was for the Miller’s wife—an older woman whose hands had always been red from kneading bread, whose laugh had carried across the lane when she spoke to neighbors. She had fallen ill quietly and stayed ill quietly, as if determined not to inconvenience anyone even in dying. That was how people did things here. They made room for sorrow without making noise about it.

Thomas ran his hand along the coffin’s edge. The wood was smooth, clean, still unclaimed by varnish. In its pale grain, he could see the hidden patterns of the tree it once was—lines that turned and curled like something trying to remember itself.

He worked until the village began to wake, until feet scuffed the road outside and voices carried in low conversation. He measured, cut, planed, fitted boards together in silence broken only by the rhythm of labor: the rasp of metal against wood, the hollow tap of a mallet, the whispering fall of sawdust.

In the world Thomas built with his hands, everything had to fit.

A coffin could not be careless. A coffin could not be rushed. It was the final shape a body would occupy. A man would live his whole life in shifting rooms and borrowed beds, but in death he would be held by something made specifically for him—something that would not change again.

That, Thomas believed, deserved precision.

By midmorning, Mary appeared at the doorway with a cloth-wrapped bundle and a cup of tea. She never stepped fully inside the workshop unless she had to. She never said it out loud, but Thomas knew she disliked the place. Not because it was dirty or unpleasant—it was neither—but because it was devoted to endings.

“Eat something,” she said, her voice gentle but firm in the way it always was when she thought he might forget himself.

He wiped his hands on a rag before taking the bundle from her. Bread, still warm. A thin slice of cheese. She watched him for a moment as he ate, her eyes moving over the workshop: the coffin frame, the stacked planks, the neat rows of nails and hinges.

“Did the Miller come?” she asked.

“Yesterday,” Thomas said. “He’ll return after midday.”

Mary nodded. She looked past Thomas, beyond the open door of the workshop, toward the line of trees that bordered the field.

The oak stood there, distant but visible even from this angle. It rose above the others with a weight that made the surrounding forest look smaller. Its branches spread wide, older than any roof in the village, older than most names people still remembered.

Mary’s gaze lingered on it longer than it needed to.

Thomas noticed. He always noticed with Mary. She did not speak often, but when she did not speak, her silence had shape.

“What is it?” he asked.

Mary looked away, startled as if he had caught her in an act she hadn’t meant to reveal.

“Nothing,” she said, too quickly.

Thomas watched her hands. She had begun twisting the edge of her apron, a habit she had when she worried. He didn’t press. Mary was not a woman who responded well to being cornered. If something was in her mind, it would surface when she was ready.

She set the empty cup down on the workbench and smoothed her apron again.

“You’ve been working too hard,” she said instead. “You barely slept.”

“I slept.”

“You lay still,” Mary corrected, and there was a difference in her tone now, something almost tender. “That isn’t the same.”

Thomas didn’t answer. He was not a man who enjoyed discussing his body. He felt fine. Tired, yes—but what else was a coffin maker supposed to feel? Every week brought another commission. Every week brought another door that would close forever.

Mary stepped closer, lightly touching his forearm. Her fingers were cool.

“Promise me something,” she said.

Thomas looked at her. “What?”

“If you go to the forest today—don’t go alone.”

He frowned. “Why would I go today?”

Mary hesitated. Her eyes flicked again toward the line of trees.

Thomas understood then. The workshop had plenty of timber for ordinary coffins, but the Miller had requested oak. A strong wood. A dignified wood. Something that would last.

And the closest oak—by far—was that tree.

“The oak,” Thomas said quietly.

Mary’s mouth tightened as if she had tasted something bitter. “People don’t cut it.”

“People don’t cut it because it’s old,” Thomas said. “Because they think old means sacred.”

Mary did not argue. She rarely argued. Instead, she said softly, “Old sometimes means... remembered.”

Thomas held her gaze. Behind her words was something else. Not superstition alone. Not simple fear of the dark.

Something lived in the village’s relationship with that tree. Something that had been present long enough to become normal.

Thomas had grown up with it, too. He remembered children daring each other to step near it. He remembered older women making the sign of the cross if the wind blew wrong through its branches. He remembered men refusing to sleep under it during hunting trips, choosing cold ground and hunger rather than spend a night beneath its shadow.

He had always assumed it was nonsense—tradition disguised as warning. People liked stories. People liked fear, as long as it stayed safely in the past.

But Mary’s eyes were not playful.

“They say there’s iron in it,” Mary murmured, as if the sentence could hear itself and become real. “That it eats the metal and holds it.”

Thomas almost smiled. “Trees don’t eat iron.”

Mary’s fingers tightened once on his arm, then loosened.

“They say it holds what should not move,” she said.

The workshop felt colder for a moment. Not because the air changed—Thomas would have noticed that—but because her words placed something unseen into the room.

Thomas set the bread down and covered Mary’s hand with his own.

“Mary,” he said, and his voice was steady. “It’s a tree. That’s all.”

Mary nodded, but the nod did not carry conviction. It was the kind of nod a person gives when they want to end a conversation that makes them uneasy.

“Just... don’t go alone,” she repeated.

Thomas wanted to tell her yes, to soothe her, but he also knew the truth: woodcutting was not a task that invited company. It required focus. It required strength. It required long hours alone with the sound of an axe.

He could promise, but it would be a lie.

So instead he said, “I’ll be careful.”

Mary studied him, as if weighing whether that was enough. In the end she stepped back and offered a small smile, one that didn’t reach her eyes.

“I’ll start lunch,” she said.

When she left, Thomas stood in the workshop doorway and watched her cross the yard. The morning light caught her hair. For a moment she looked like a simple thing in a simple world—one woman walking home, nothing ominous in her shape.

Then the wind shifted, and the trees in the distance moved slightly, their leaves turning to show their pale undersides.

The oak did not sway the way the others did.

It seemed heavier than wind.

Thomas turned back to his work, but Mary’s words stayed with him, thin as thread, tugging at the edge of thought.

Old sometimes means remembered.

By midday the Miller returned, shoulders hunched with grief and duty. Thomas spoke with him, accepted payment, gave quiet assurance that the coffin would be ready by evening. The Miller nodded without looking at it, as if he could not bear to imagine the shape that would soon contain his wife.

When he left, Thomas stood alone again in the workshop. The coffin waited. Oak was required.

Thomas gathered his axe, his rope, his wedges. He moved automatically, the way he always did when work demanded it. He told himself the tree was nothing more than wood. He told himself a village was not an authority on what was real.

And yet, as he stepped out toward the road, he felt Mary watching him from the kitchen window. He did not look back. If he looked back, he might hesitate.

He walked toward the forest.

Toward the oak.

Toward something the village had quietly agreed not to disturb.

End of Act 1 – Chapter 1
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